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FEMALE VOTING IN KEDAH: CANDIDATE, PARTY OR 
WHAT MATTER? 




Often people neglect the force of female voters in elections. Hillary Clinton lost to Donald 
Trump in 2016 Presidential election due to the supports of white women since they 
supported the latter. Earlier, Obama won and became the US President due to 53% out of 
55% voters voted for him, and they were women.  These two major elections have shown 
how crucial is women voters, who can determine the President of the country. In the 
Malaysia context, women represent 51% of the total voters and many are not affiliated to any 
political party. In the recent 14th general election (GE14), women voters together with the 
young voters had made their choices resulting in the change of the federal government. 
Pakatan Harapan (PH) now has become the present government ending 61 years of Barisan 
Nasional (BN) legacy in the country. This study aims to investigate the dynamics of the 
female voters in Kedah and Perlis. Among the major inquiries are to see what is or are the 
main consideration for them to vote, is it the candidate, or party, or is there any other matter 
that they took into consideration when voting. This study used a quantitative survey, using 
past literature to build the instrument. Based on the rational choice theory, this study found 
that, majority of women, irrespective of age, choose a candidate over any other factors, and 
political party is not a significant factor to the young women but slightly matter to the older 
women.  Beside age, ethnicity also seems to influence their voting behaviour where Indian 
women are more concern towards issues when casting their votes as compared to the Malay 
and Chinese counterparts. Marital status too able to explain voting behaviour of the women. 
Single, divorcee and widower are more likely to opt for issues when voting as compared to 
married women who chose candidate. These findings have concluded that, the demographic 
factors really interplay with each other and closely influence the voting behaviour of the 
women. As voters, women can be considered as rational actors since they took their 
surroundings in making their decisions. They chose what is/are rational to them. Hence, as 
political parties, they really have to understand the pschye of women , the richness  from 
their diversities really influence their preferences. The former could not simply blanket 
women as one category but treat them as a unique voter whose interest are diversified. 
Political parties need to pay closer attention to the women’s concerns in order to secure their 
votes. Their votes matter since they constitute the number, the number that could change the 
regime or even bring it down.  
 




 People may perceive women voters are not significant in election, or even women 
themselves feel that their votes do not matter much. However, the truth about women voters 
or women’s votes are worth taking note.  
 It was the women’s vote “that brought Hitler to triumph” (Evans, 1976: 2) . It was the 
women who have made a businessman to run one of the most powerful country in the world. 
Trump won in the presidential election due 53% of white women voted for him whereas 
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Hillary Clinton lost due to female voter did not support her (Jaffe, 2018), These examples 
have shown that women voters actually really matter.  
 In the context of Malaysia, there were 12, 229, 514 voters had casted their votes on 
the 9th May 2018 which led to a historic event where,  Barisan Nasional (BN) has ceased to 
become the government of the day after 61 years in power, replaced by the then opposition 
front, Pakatan Harapan (PH). Of all these registered voters, slightly more than 50% are 
women. Based on this, we can claim that women voters matter a lot. Due to this fact, it is 
crucial to study about women voting behaviour, to really understand various aspect relating 
to their voting for example, what motivates or influences them to vote, or why they voted in 
such as way?.  
 There are quite a number of studies which assist us to understand voting behaviour 
for example what factors influence them. In the context of this paper, there are two  
categories of previous studies relating to voting, namely “Voting behaviour in Malaysia”, and 
“Female Voting Behaviour in Malaysia”, however, not many wrote on women voting in the 
country.  
Voting behavior in Malaysia 
 Mansor et al. (2016) focuses on the changing voting patterns in a plural society of 
Malaysia in which ethnicity dominated the election outcome. The authors found that 
development agenda could transform a plural society that ensured a peak of democratic 
culture in the nation. According to Nurul and Ilyas (2014) in their article titled “Election and 
Voting Behavior of FELDA Settlers in Felda Chini Pahang, Malaysia” mention that FELDA 
Chini became a stronghold for BN because of the settlers prefer the party as a sense of 
gratitude in order to express their appreciation for the government’s contribution. 
Furthermore in the study finds that, Dato’ Najib is not the leading factor for them to 
vote in the election. Wan et al. (2013) focuses on political attitude and perceptions that may 
motivate citizens to vote in general elections. The article compares political attitude into three 
categories of voters which are “occasional voters” or those who did not consistently come out 
for general elections, “non-voters” or respondents who never voted, and “frequent-voters” or 
those who reported that they voted in all general elections and regularly came out for 
elections. While, according to Haque and Sheppard (2015) mention that voter’s 
psychological dispositions are rarely examined in the Malaysian context. 
 
Female Voting Behavior in Malaysia 
 Earlier study mentioned that majority of women voters in Malaysia voted for the 
candidates rather than the party although many added that they felt more reassured if the 
candidates was of a similar ethnicity and stood for the same issues they believed in. 
Furthermore, women were fiercely secretive about the candidate and party they voted for 
even from their partners. The majority of women voters also formed their opinions through 
television reports, circulars, newspaper and rallies (UNESCO, 1993). 
 According to Saliha Hassan (2004), rural women votes influenced by party of choice 
(party loyalties), local politics rivalries and conflicts, election incentives, party loyalties, 
promises of a better economic future, gratefulness for past favors and perceived fulfillment of 
life’s expectation, and some financial help to get to the polling stations. While, women in 
urban areas influenced by the personality of the candidate, what were the candidates’ 
parties’ positions on various issues close to the voters’ hearts, which party can ‘deliver’ 
certain development projects, which party would actually act as successful leverage to 
certain demands-the role of the party in meeting the voter’s needs. It shows that women in 
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rural and urban areas did not vote base on gender bias perspective. Party loyalty and 
candidate preferences were still the main influence among women voters. 
According to Kartini (2014) in her study about women’s participation in politics in 
Malaysia mentioned that the number of women registered voters is higher than male from 
1959 until 2013. Although there is a significant numbers of women registered voters, Kartini 
(2014) argues that the quantity of women’s representatives in the parliament has been 
minimal compared to men in Malaysia. It shows that women are viewed as the supportive 
group and unfit to lead the society. 
Pandian (2014) found that female universities in Malaysia in last General Elections 
were more positive about and supportive of Najib’s leadership style as compared to male 
students. This may be due to the transformation program undertaken at the time by the BN 
administration. A study about Malaysian politics during the 2004 Malaysian general election 
shows that society seemed to concern many voters as almost Malays would prefer a Muslim 
to be a number one leader of this country, a small proportion of the Malay respondents were 
fearful about the possibilities of living in an Islamic State. Surprisingly, the study shows that 
women voters were less supportive of the idea of an Islamic State than men. This could be 
because of the fear of strict restrictions and losing some kind of freedom that would affect 
their lives (Khadijah and Halimah, 2008). 
 
THE OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 
This study aims to understand voting behaviour of women in Kedah and Perlis. Thus, several 
questions were asked to these women – relating to their voting in recent 14th General 
Election (GE14).  
i) What factor influenced your voting in recent GE14? 
ii) Their stated preferences later were cross tabbed with three demographic 
variables, namely, age, ethnic group and marital status 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  
 This study used a quantitative survey on 200 women in Kedah and Perlis. The 
targeted population is female voters who were conveniently sampled from the total 
population of Kedah (557,320) and Perlis (72,949).  The population sample was drawn from 
these total population. Convenience sampling was used to select the respondents. 
Covenience sampling is a non-probability sampling which relies on data collection from the 
population who are conveniently available and ready to participate in the study (Bordens & 
Abbott, 2005).   
 
In other words, this sampling method involves getting participants wherever the 
researchers can find them and typically wherever is convenient. This type of sampling is 
appropriate in this study encountered some limitation in the data collection process.  We 
found some women, particularly the older one, refused to participate in the study due to the 
sensitivity of the issue and they were reluctant to discuss about their voting preferences. 
Hence, that was why the samples were conveniently selected. Although convenience 
sampling requires no inclusion of criteria prior to the selection of subjects, however, due to 
the subject matter of the study, 21 years old woman is the pre-requisite as it is valid minimum 
voting age for Malaysians. Furthermore, in order to understand the voting behaviour of 
women in these states, several demographic variables such as ethnic group and marital 
status are also being taken into consideration as to give a better description and explanation 
about women’s voting behaviour. The questionnaires are self-administered and it was 
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collected during the election campaign from April 28 until May 8, 2018. The following tables 
show the selected samples in Kedah and Perlis.   
Table 1. Age of the respondents  
 
Table 2. Ethnic Group of the respondents 
 
Table 3. Marriage status of the Respondents  
Marriage Status Frequency Percentage (%) 
Single 73 36.5 
Married 115 57.5 
Divorcee/ Widower 12 6.0 










Age of The Respondents 









Ethnic Group of The Respondents 
Malay Chinese Indian Siamese




 The Rational Choice Theory finds its root from  the economic analysis of voting 
behaviour by Anthony Downs, in his work “An Economic Theory of Democracy”  published in 
1957. The major proposition of this theory is identifying electoral behaviour as a rational 
choice among the electorates. The theory suggests that,   economic   indicators,  resources 
allocation  as well as goods  and services  distribution  are related  with  the outcome  of  
political choice in an election. 
 
It is assumed that if rational choice can clearly explain the operation of market in the 
society, then, it is able to explain  the  political functioning of a  particularly election.   This is 
because if corporations seek to maximize profit while consumers seek to maximise utility, 
then it can be theorised that, voters seek to maximise the utility of their votes as the parties 
act to maximise electoral gains obtained from their political proposals (Downs, 1957 and 
Arrow, 1986). 
 
There are two major perspectives in this theory, namely,  evaluation and non- 
evaluation. Evaluative voting rational is based on voters’ evaluation of regime performance.  
On  the  other  hand,  the  non-evaluative  perspective  is  based  on clientalistic  
considerations   such   as  patronage,   ethnic   and  family   ties  (Lindberg   & Morrison,  
2008).  Farber (2009) explains utility from the act of individual voting. He observes that the 
votes of the individuals determine the outcome of election either in the favour of their 
rationalised chosen candidates or against them. It is used by social scientists to understand 
human behaviour. It has been the dominant framework in economics for long, but in recent 
decades, it has become widely used in other disciplines such as Political Science, Sociology, 
and Anthropology (Green, 2002). 
 
Hence, taking all these theories and arguments presented by various scholars, it 
have shown that individual voters cast their votes depending on the benefits that they 
believed they will get by voting such candidate or political party. The calculation of the 
benefits are made by their own rational calculation.  
 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION   
 As stated earlier in the objectives of the study section, this paper aims to investigate 
the voting behaviour of women in the selected states. The first question asked to the women 
was on factor that influenced their  voting in recent GE14. Then, to enlighten us further, their 
demographic variables; age, ethnic group and marital status are cross tabbed with the earlier 
question.  















21-30 31-40 41-50 51 and above
Age -  What is the main factor that inf luenced your 
vote? 
Candidates Key Leaders Issues Political Party Unsure
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 There are five choices to the question [what factor influenced you to vote in the 
election?]; “candidate”, “key leaders”, “Issues”, “Political Party” and “Unsure”. From the table 
above, it can be seen that, in general, majority women in all three age groups (31-40; 41-50 
and 51 and above) have opted for “candidate” as their choice to vote in the recent GE14 
while as for the youngest group (21-30 years old), majority of them chose “issues” as the 
main factor in casting their votes.  
 
 As for the youngest group, beside “issues” which was chose by 27.8% of them, about 
25.3% selected “candidate” as the main factor to cast their vote followed by “key leaders in a 
political party” which constitute 17%. “Political party” was the least favoured factor which 
influenced their voting, only 5 out of 79 young women picked that factor.  
 
 For slightly older group, the 31-40 years old women, almost half of them banked on 
“candidate” (47.6%), and 25% of them chose “political party” when casting their votes. 
“Issues” also appeared as significant, slightly more than 10% chose that factor.  
 
 For 41-50  year old women, majority of them chose “candidate” (35.2%) and 29.4% 
selected “key leaders of a political party” as the main factor determining their votes. Equal 
number of women in this group chose “issue” and “political party” which represent 14.7% 
respectively, in the election. Due to a very small number for 51 years and above group, we 
have decided not to discuss it in this paper.  
 
 From these data, it can be argued that, overall, women are concern on who is the 
candidate contested in the election, rather than other factors like political party and issues. 
However, a closer observation reveals different perspective, that, young women are alert 
with what happens around them and what affect their lives. Their choices such as issues, 
candidate and key leaders, suggest that they believe in good representatives who can bring 
up their voices and concerns rather than the political party. It can be argued that as young 
person, perhaps, as first time voters, or someone who just entered employment, or someone 
who are still unemployed, involvement in any political party is remote and they are more 
comfortable as non-members, observers yet alert with their surroundings.  
In addition, we could also see that, a slightly older women whose aged between 31-
40 years old, while majority chose “candidate”, quite a number of them also vote based on 
political party. It is most likely that, they are members of political parties, and hence, the latter 
has become the primary factor influencing their voting. Unlike the  subsequent much older 
age group (41 -50 years), political party is not a favourite factor but human factors  - 
“candidate” and “key leaders” , are the top picks. Thus, overall conclusion is that, women 
voters pay attention on who are the persons who contested the election, rather than looking 
at the political party. They look upon the candidates who are capable to govern well and 
those who are alert with people’s problems. To the women, the educational level of the 
candidate, or whether the candidate is  active in social media were not in the women’s list of 
concerns when they are looking at the candidate contesting in the election. The women 
voters also were not concern with the sexes of the candidates contested.  
 

























Count 3 3 87 5 2 8 92 
Percenta
ge  
1.5% 1.5% 43.5% 2.5% 1.0% 4.0% 46.0% 
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 Next, the same five choices to the question [what factor influenced you to vote in the 
election?]; “candidate”, “key leaders”, “Issues”, “Political Party” and “Unsure”, were cross 
tabbed with ethnic group. This demographic variable is considered significant as Malaysian 
political context is heavily shaped by ethnic politics. Political parties are formed mainly based 
on ethnic identities, among the major ones are United Malays National Organization (UMNO) 
for the Malays, Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) for the Chinese while Malaysian 
Indian Congress (MIC) for Indians and The United Pasokmomogun Kadazandusun Murut 
Organisation (UPKO) , which cater to advance the rights and development of the people of 
Kadazan-Dusun in Sabah (Tunku Mohar Mokhar, 2018) . The findings suggest that majority 
of the Malay women opted for candidate factor to decide (31.4%) followed by key leaders of 
a political party (20.7%)  while half of the Chinese respondents chose candidates (50.9%) 
and 20% of them chose political party. As for Indian women, half of them were influenced by 
issues when they marked their preferences in the election and 25% of them selected 
candidate as the main factor influencing their decision. It can be argued why “issues” had 
become the main factor in casting their vote is might be due to the limited representation of 
Indians as candidates in the recent election. As for the Malays, they have enough candidates 
and several political parties which claim to fight for Malays rights and well-being. Similarly, 
the Chinese also have few alternatives which could provide enough candidates for them to 
choose in the election. However, for the Indian, there is no political party that represent the 
Indian strongly other than the MIC and Indians do not constitute as majority voters in any 
constituency in Malaysia.  Hence, we argue that, due to lack of a strong representation of 
Indians, the majority of the Indian women chose “issue” when casting their votes. This way 
enable their needs and distress being taken care via issue-based fought by any candidate.  
 
 Marital status was cross tabbed with the same question with five choices to the 
question [what factor influenced you to vote in the election?]; “candidate”, “key leaders”, 
“Issues”, “Political Party” and “Unsure”. This demographic variable is also considered 
significant as women’s roles and functions are defined by their identities in the communities 
like “ a wife” or “a divorcee” or a widower” as well as “single lady”. These identities not only 
functions as labelling or naming, but also attached to it is societal expectation. Therefore, it is 

























Malay Chinese Indian Others
Ethn ic   -  What  i s  the  ma in  fac tor  tha t  in f luenced your vo te?  
 
Candidates Key Leaders Issues Political Party Unsure
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Table 8. Marital Status and What is the main factor that influenced your vote? 
 
 
 From the table, it can be seen that, slightly more women in the single women as well 
as divorcee and widower groups chose “issues” when considering their votes, while an 
overwhelmed majority of married women picked “candidate” as the main factor in the recent 
voting. It can be argued that, due to their independency, these two women groups are more 
alert on what surroundings them, affecting them directly or indirectly in their daily lives. 
Hence, they have to think what is best for them leading these women to choose “issues”. If 
they choose “candidate”, it might be that candidate does not champion the issue that these 
women were facing or dealing with, hence, might putting them in much more distress 
situation. Thus, by considering “issues” , there is a chance of it being taken into attention and 
action since it is part of the party’s manifesto or the candidate’s own mission. As for the 
married women, perhaps due to availability of reliance or support from the spouses, have 
made them chose “candidate” since there is no sense of emergency.  
 
 
CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 
 
 This paper has revealed that women are not merely women:  they are single,  young, 
old, Malay , Chinese, mothers and many more. Each of those identities plays into the choice 
women make in the voting booth. The reality is, of course, not a straightforward explanation. 
It appears that there are many factors that influenced their decision. Their background and 
identities have overlapped and it is hard to extract it isolatedly. The women have taken 
everything surrounding them, making their decisions which they think might benefit or 
disadvantage them. As a rational actor, the women have made their voting decision after 
taking in their background  and identities in account. Hence, this make women a unique voter 
at the same time, challenging to please. Understanding their rich diversity enable candidates 




















Single Married Divorcee/ Widower
Mar i ta l  S ta tus  -  What  i s  the  ma in  fac tor  tha t  in f luenced your vo te?  
 
Candidates Key Leaders Issues Political Party Unsure
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